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In Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie, 24-year old Laura Wingfield is terribly shy 
and withdrawn, and dependent on her family both financially and emotionally.  Her mother 
Amanda tries to encourage her daughter to be independent, but she fails because she doesn’t 
understand Laura’s personality, or know how to treat her physical disability properly.  On the 
contrary, she gives Laura high pressure to get married.  As a result, Laura has difficulty finding 
and accepting herself.  However, Laura experiences a significant turning point in her life, and is 
given the chance to change her mind and thoughts.  This paper focuses on the impediments in the 
formation of Laura Wingfield’s identity, examining the family problems that hold her back, and a 
chance meeting with an outsider that leads to a turning point.  
Developmental psychologist, Erik Erikson asserted that the principal task of adolescents is 
to find the answer to the question, “Who am I?”. Young people need to know who they are in 
order to mature, and it means that they have to develop a clear and strong sense of identity in 
adolescence.  Conger explains: 
…during adolescence the young person is confronted with a host of psychological, 
physiological, sexual, and cognitive changes, as well as new and varied intellectual, social, 
and cognitive demands. …They [young people] need time to integrate the rapid changes of 
body and mind into a gradually emerging sense of identity (56).  
If young people fail to develop their sense of identity during adolescence, they may suffer 
from identity confusion, and will often have “low underlying self-esteem and immature moral 
reasoning” (Conger 62).  It is difficult for them to have their own thoughts and take responsibility 
for their lives. 
Erikson identified eight stages of development in people’s lives, and this paper will focus 
on two of these stages of development, “identity versus role confusion,” and “intimacy versus 
isolation.”  
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“Identity versus role confusion” is the fifth stage of development.  People experience this 
stage in puberty and adolescence.  Navigating this stage is an important turning point in people’s 
lives so that they make a smooth transition to adult life.  Kroger explains the details of this stage: 
…not only must this stage incorporate a trustworthy ‘I’ who has evolved as an autonomous 
individual capable of initiating and completing satisfying tasks modeled by significant others, 
but it must also transcend such identifications to produce an ‘I’ sensitive to its own needs and 
talents and capable of chipping its own niche in the surrounding social landscape (27).  
Young people need to find “a cause worthy of one’s vocational energies and reflecting one’s basic 
values” (Kroger 27).  If they fail to overcome this conflict, they can have role confusion, which 
can develop strong feelings of inferiority.  People cannot proceed to the next stage of identity 
development without a resolution of the stage of identity versus role confusion.  
The sixth stage, “intimacy and isolation,” occurs in young adulthood.  Before I explain this 
stage, I’d like to clarify the meaning of intimacy and isolation from a psychological view.  Kroger 
explains the meaning of the word, intimacy: 
For Erikson, intimacy in young adulthood encompasses far more than sexual fulfillment. … 
Intimacy involves the desire to commit oneself to a relationship, even when such commitment 
may call for personal sacrifice or compromise.  Intimacy involves communion and can occur 
in a variety of forms--in same and opposite sex friendships, in love, in sexual union, and even 
in relationship with oneself or one’s life commitments (27-8).
Next, Powell explains the feeling of isolation: “The social objects of these feelings [of isolation] 
were peers, parents, teachers, and siblings.  The sources of relief lie in acquiring social skills, 
and in finding that others have had similar experiences” (173).  In young adulthood, it is very 
important to have close, deep and enduring personal relationships with others to accomplish 
this stage’s task.  “Others” means same and opposite sex friends, parents, siblings and 
girlfriends or boyfriends in this case.  People who fail to form such relationships may feel they 
are psychologically isolated from other people because they can have “only superficial social 
relationships” (Conger 58).  
It is almost impossible to develop identity without relationships within the family.  Kroger 
explains the importance of family: “A home environment insufficiently preparing the child for 
life outside its boundaries, or failure of the wider cultural milieu to recognize and reward real 
accomplishments of its younger members, may be perpetrators of inferiority” (26).  For children, 
their home environment is the place where they learn about living outside the home before living 
in society.  Therefore, too narrow a home environment disrupts children’s maturity.  There is a 
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difference between adolescents who develop their identity successfully and adolescents who fail 
to gain a clear sense of identity.  Conger explains: 
One study of family interactions found that adolescents who scored high on a measure of 
identity exploration were more likely to come from families in which self-assertion and 
freedom to disagree (“separateness”) were encouraged along with “connectedness” to 
the family, including openness or responsiveness to the views of others (“plurality”) and 
sensitivity to and respect for the ideas of others (“mutuality”) (60). 
It is important for children to have a strong sense of identity from the family.  The family needs 
to give adolescents the freedom to explore various possibilities in pursuit of their identity 
formation.  Adolescents also need freedom to make decisions about their lives and a chance to 
take responsibility for the result of their decisions.  Children gain independence from their family 
by getting freedom, but at the same time, they still need their parents’ support.  
Not only within the family but also relationships with others are indispensable for identity 
formation.  In school, children should gain not only academic ability, but also social skills, which 
encourage children to have a clearer sense of identity.  A sense of achievement and a sense of 
competence are also important developmental aids.  If children have no sense of achievement or 
competence, and experience failure repeatedly, they may develop strong feelings of inferiority, 
which is detrimental to healthy identity formation.  
After graduating from school, people start to live in society, and their social networks expand 
even more.  Erikson emphasizes the importance of a social connection to develop identity when 
we live social lives.  According to Erikson, people need “psychosocial reciprocity” to gain a 
sense of identity; it means that a connection with society is necessary because a balance between 
what a person thinks himself to be, keep what he perceives other people to see in him, determines 
his sense of identity.  Therefore, Erikson asserts that one’s sense of identity is connected to social 
reality; when there is a big gap between a person’s recognition of himself and other people’s 
recognition of him, it may be difficult for him to gain a strong sense of identity.  Being part of 
a society or a community gives people great opportunities to distinguish themselves from other 
people.  People who a have strong sense of identity are independent from others, but at the same 
time, they are connected to society.  
People cannot develop a sense of identity only by themselves; they need family, and others 
in society.  There is a difference between the role of the family and the role of society in one’s 
identity formation.  In school and society, people must have relationships with others outside the 
family and have a variety of social experiences, which have an enormous influence over identity 
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formation.  On the other hand, the family needs to give children support and the freedom to 
encourage children to become independent from their parents. 
In The Glass Menagerie, Laura is terribly shy, so she cannot fit smoothly into society.  She 
lives with her mother, Amanda, and her younger brother, Tom, completely depending on them 
financially and emotionally.  She has problems with the development of her personal identity 
because of not only herself, but also her family.  Amanda is one of important characters that has 
a great influence on Laura.  Normally, a mother has to encourage her children to gain a sense 
of identity, however, Amanda discourages Laura.  One of the causes of the discouragement is 
Amanda’s high pressure on Laura.  Amanda claims that she was very popular with gentlemen in 
her younger days, and she clings to an idea that gentlemen will visit Laura.  Single explains that 
such behavior has a bad influence on her daughter: “Years of listening to her mother’s story of 
the seventeen gentlemen callers has slowly eroded her [Laura’s] self confidence” (145).  Laura 
knows that Amanda’s wish that gentlemen callers will come is an impossible dream.  She says 
to Amanda: “I don’t believe we’re going to receive any [gentlemen callers], Mother. … I’m just 
not popular like you were in Blue Mountain” (10).  Laura accepts her severe reality, and she also 
understands Amanda’s fears about Laura’s future.  When Tom groans, “Laura glances at him with 
a faint, apologetic smile.  Her voice catches a little” (10).  Then Laura says: “Mother’s afraid I’m 
going to be an old maid” (10).  Amanda’s wish is unrealistic, but her fears for Laura are realistic. 
Laura feels high pressure from Amanda, and she loses her self-confidence.  Tischler explains:
Although she [Amanda] has approached much of her life unrealistically, her plans for her 
children and her understanding of their shortcomings are grimly realistic.  Even when refusing 
to admit it, she knows Laura will never marry.  She then tries to find Laura a protective corner 
of the business world.  When this fails, she rallies for the valiant but hopeless attempt to 
marry the girl off (9-10).    
In addition, Amanda doesn’t accept the fact that Laura has a physical disability.  Amanda tries 
to cover the fact, and encourages Laura to develop charm.  When Laura says she is crippled, 
Amanda answers: “… Why, you’re not crippled, you just have a little defect--hardly noticeable, 
even!  When people have some slight disadvantage like that, they cultivate other things to make 
up for it--develop charm--and vivacity--and--charm!  That’s all you have to do!” (17-8).  Though 
Williams says in the introduction of the characters that Laura’s disadvantage “…need not be 
more than suggested on the stage” (xviii), “…Amanda has exaggerated its ugliness by making 
it an unmentionable in their house…” (Single 145).  This attitude has a bad influence on Laura’s 
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self-confidence.  Amanda should accept Laura’s disadvantage because it is a part of herself, and 
denying it means Amanda denies Laura.  Tischler explains more details of Amanda’s problems: 
Her mother is both Laura’s disease and her brace.  It is Amanda’s forcefulness that allows 
Laura to walk at all, but it is also Amanda’s example that discourages Laura from walking 
naturally. … She [Laura] thinks her affliction is dreadful because Amanda thinks it is (11).  
Moreover, Amanda doesn’t face the fact that Laura is different from other girls.  Tom explains 
that to Amanda: “…she’s [Laura is] terribly shy and lives in a world of her own and those things 
make her seem a little peculiar to people outside the house” (47-78).  However, Amanda tries to 
stop Tom saying Laura is “peculiar”.  Amanda wishes for Laura’s happiness, but it is too much 
expectation for Laura as Tom says to Amanda: “Mother, you mustn’t expect too much of Laura” 
(47).  This unrealistic expectation for Laura gives her higher pressure.  Laura loses her self-
confidence more and more because of her mother and suffers from identity confusion.  
Tom is also one of the two people who has a close connection with Laura.  He is represented 
as a sacrifice for the Wingfield family in the story.  His mother and his sister are financially 
dependent on Tom, and they cannot live without him.  Therefore, he has the responsibility of 
working at the warehouse though he doesn’t want to work there.  Tom feels high pressure about 
his responsibility and the restriction of his freedom.  Laura knows that Tom is not happy at 
home, and feels she is to blame for that.  That’s because if she were independent or could get 
married, he wouldn’t have to be bound by his family.  Though she knows that she is the cause of 
Tom’s sacrifice, she cannot change herself or their situation.  As a result, Laura has had difficulty 
developing her identity in her home environment.  However, even when children fail to get 
support at home, they can still have a chance to develop their identity through relationships with 
others.
Laura has had very few relationships with others during and even after school days.  She 
thinks herself very different from other people and she cannot get along with them.  However, 
she has a turning point when one of her former high school classmates, Jim O’Connor, who is 
also a co-worker of Tom, visits the Wingfields’ apartment.  Laura had a crush on Jim in high 
school.  When Laura and Jim talk about their high school days, Laura says the sorrowful truth: “…
I wasn’t acquainted with many--people. …I--I--never have had much luck at--making friends” 
(75).  The reason why Laura cannot get along with others is not only her shyness, but also her 
self-consciousness about her disability.  When they talk about the chorus class they took together, 
Laura says to Jim: “I had that brace on my leg--it clumped so loud!”  Though Jim says: “I never 
heard any clumping” (75), she insists: “To me it sounded like--thunder!” (75).  In addition, she 
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felt everyone watching her when she walked: “I had to go clumping all the way up the aisle with 
everyone watching” (75).  This scene shows that Laura is self-conscious because she cannot 
live like other people.  It means that she cannot accept her disadvantage or shyness as a part of 
herself.  Single explains Laura’s situation: “By the time of the memory play, Laura’s difference 
has developed into a serious problem … .  She has become so withdrawn from the real world…” 
(145).  It is important to be accepted by others, but before that, people have to accept themselves 
in their identity formation.  Laura fails to have connections with others, so she has withdrawn 
more and more into her solitary world.  
Laura did not graduate from high school, or the business college her mother sent her to.  From 
the view of her identity development, her failure in school causes her identity confusion.  As 
stated earlier, a sense of achievement and a sense of competence are necessary for children.  In 
Laura’s case, she did not get any particular sense of achievement or competence in school.  Lack 
of these leads her to lose her self-confidence.  Moreover, Laura dropped out of high school, and 
then she also dropped out of business college.  She has experienced failure repeatedly, and has 
developed a strong feeling of inferiority.  
Laura had difficulty making friends in school, but she still wants to get along with others. 
When Laura and Jim talk about Laura’s glass animal ornaments, she says the unicorn is her 
favorite one.  Laura has a lot in common with the unicorn: fragility, seeking the light because 
they cannot shine by themselves, being different from others, and not living in the real world. 
Laura says to Jim: “He [The unicorn] stays on a shelf with some horses that don’t have horns 
and all of them seem to get along nicely together” (83).  It suggests that Laura wishes to get 
along with other people, but she thinks herself different from others.  For Laura, the difference 
between herself and others is significant like the difference between the unicorn and horses; they 
are different creatures.  The more she has such thought, the more she comes to have a stronger 
feeling of isolation.  But close relationships with others are necessary for Laura to solve the 
problem of her isolation.  
Jim invites Laura to dance to the music from the Paradise Dance Hall across the alley, and 
Laura dances for the first time in her life.  For Laura, dancing like other normal people has a 
special meaning.  Debusscher explains: 
Jim thus lures Laura out of the dreamlike universe of which the unicorn is the centre, away 
from her reverie and invites her to move with him towards the world of the alley, to become 
identical with the innumerable couples … in search of a fleeting moment of sensual intimacy 
(54).  
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However, the pleasant time ends suddenly when they hit the table and the unicorn on it loses its 
horn.  Debusscher explains this scene focusing on maturity: 
The breaking of the unicorn marks the capital turning point in Laura’s life when the flickering, 
immature world of glass toys loses its attractiveness in her eyes and she feels rising in her, 
the desire to disregard her freakishness, to dance like all the others, to belong to the world 
of the adults.  The event symbolizes a kind of emotional defloration, the girl’s irreversible 
loss of childlike innocence, the unavoidable mutilation that Williams sees as necessarily 
accompanying the process of growing up (54).
Knowing the unicorn is broken, she says to Jim: “It doesn’t matter.  Maybe it’s a blessing in 
disguise. …Now he will feel more at home with the other horses, the ones that don’t have horns” 
(86).  In this scene, Laura changes her view, and begins to have positive thinking.  Though the 
unicorn was special to Laura, she doesn’t seem upset.  On the contrary, in the previous scene, 
when Tom accidentally disturbs her collection, “Laura cries out as if wounded” (24).  In contract 
to that scene, it is obvious that Laura is changed by the encounter with Jim.  
Just after this, Jim tells Laura: “I happened to notice you had this inferiority complex that 
keeps you from feeling comfortable with people.  Somebody needs to build your confidence up 
and make you proud instead of shy and turning away and--blushing.  Somebody--ought to--kiss 
you, Laura!” (88).  Then Jim kisses Laura on the lips.  Whereas Laura had been isolated from the 
real world, now she encounters both psychological and physical intimacy, which are necessary to 
solve the problem of feelings of isolation and to develop one’s sense of identity.  
After kissing Laura, however, Jim reveals to her that he has a fiancée.  He seems to give her 
a chance to become mature, but in fact, he deprives her of a connection with the world outside. 
After Jim’s brush-off, Laura bravely smiles and gives him the broken glass ornament, saying: 
“A--souvenir” (91).  Scheye explains what the unicorn represents:
Since it is ‘just like all the other horses’ now, it belongs in the world of reality where Jim 
lives; Laura does not.  The unicorn is a painful reminder of what might have been but had 
better not, something for him to remember and for her to forget… (41).  
Jim gives her only the illusion of escape from her lonely world.  For Laura, there will be no 
relationship with others outside her family, at least for now.  
In The Glass Menagerie, Laura has no close relationships outside her family.  She is isolated 
and has an inferiority complex.  For better or worse, the parents’ influence is powerful; if parents 
fail to support their children, it is difficult for the children to establish their own sense of identity, 
which is what happened to Laura. The influence of outsiders is also important and necessary for 
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children or young adults.  The connection with Jim makes Laura face the differences between 
herself and outsiders and she briefly feels that “being different is nothing to be ashamed of” 
(87).  Laura is unable to gain a clear sense of identity at the end, but it is clear that Jim has 
led Laura to a turning point.  Children cannot establish a sense of identity without navigating 
relationships with family, friends, and society, but even then, important steps need to be taken by 
the individual.
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